Critical systems thinking and pluralism : a new constellation by Gregory, W.J.
Gregory, W.J. (1992). Critical systems thinking and pluralism : a new constellation. (Unpublished 
Doctoral thesis, City University London) 
City Research Online
Original citation: Gregory, W.J. (1992). Critical systems thinking and pluralism : a new 
constellation. (Unpublished Doctoral thesis, City University London) 
Permanent City Research Online URL: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/8262/
 
Copyright & reuse
City University London has developed City Research Online so that its users may access the 
research outputs of City University London's staff. Copyright © and Moral Rights for this paper are 
retained by the individual author(s) and/ or other copyright holders.  All material in City Research 
Online is checked for eligibility for copyright before being made available in the live archive. URLs 
from City Research Online may be freely distributed and linked to from other web pages. 
Versions of research
The version in City Research Online may differ from the final published version. Users are advised 
to check the Permanent City Research Online URL above for the status of the paper.
Enquiries
If you have any enquiries about any aspect of City Research Online, or if you wish to make contact 
with the author(s) of this paper, please email the team at publications@city.ac.uk.





























































































































































































































SECTION 4: CRITICAL SYSTEMS THINKING, CRITICAL
APPRECIATION AND DISCORDANT PLURALISM













































































































































































































































































































purport to provide researchers with an
understanding of situations
 that are alien to

























The aim of this section, therefore, is to provide
an appreciation of the context of emergence and
the content of critical systems thinking.
A second aim is to elucidate the connections























































being evaluated simply in its own terms (extreme
relativism) or, alternatively, simply in the given















The third aim of the thesis is to clarify the
issues of paradigm incommensurability and
imperialism raised in section one, and to
elucidate the means for dealing with theoretical

















































The fourth aim, then, is to provide clear
methodological guidelines for achieving critical
and social awareness.
26
A fifth, connected aim relates to the manner in
which these guidelines provide for the










1.5 Section 4: Critical Systems Thinking, Critical 


























The sixth aim of the thesis is to clarify how a
















The seventh and final aim, therefore, is to
clarify how the fully elaborated, discordant
pluralist, critical appreciation process satisfies
























































CRITICAL SYSTEMS THINKING AND PLURALISM
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was recognised. Instead of "maximising"

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































to the complementary use of systems










































































































































































Critically normative reflection must not



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































of the original Journal of Systems Engineering,


























































































SOCIAL SCIENCE AND MEANINGFUL UNDERSTANDING
112
CHAPTER 3: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM OF
































































evaluated simply in its own terms (extreme


















































































































































































































































































THE SOCIOLOGY OF RADICAL CHANGE
THE SOCIOLOGY OF REGULATION
OBJECTIVE




































































































































cultures concerned may not use the same concept of




























































































































































































































































































































using the same signifiers in different ways.




















representation of shared ground, as it makes clear
that the notion of incommensurability is





























































































































languages cut up the world in different
ways, and we have no access to a neutral


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Figure 6.2. The Subjective Appreciation Model
6.3.2 Criticisms of Subjective Appreciation
Methods 






































































analysing the mechanisms of their own actions in


























































































Figure 6.3. The Critical Appreciation Model










































































































































































ENRICHING THE CRITICAL APPRECIATION MODEL
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works (Knowledge and Human Interests, 1972, and On
201



















































































































































omissions and distortions that it











































































































of	 a	 portion	 of	 the	 author's
orientations that has become
inaccessible to him and alienated from
him and yet belongs to him nevertheless.
Freud coins the phrase "internal foreign
territory" to capture the character of
the alienation of something that is
still the subject's very own.
(Habermas, 1972:218)
The 'manifest content' of a problem-situation, as
of the dream, is the problem-situation at face
value. If we take the analogy of dream-analysis
seriously, then we can see that any problem-
situation's manifest content, like the manifest
dream, may be nonsensical, irrational, unreal,
difficult to understand and fraught with strange
messages and symbols 4 . The 'latent content' can
only be recovered through the translation or
interpretation of the manifest symbols. The
'dream-work' 5 has acted to transform some latent
content into the dream's manifest content, and the
analyst has to work to map the manifest content
back to the original, latent content.
The task of the researcher is to probe, to raise
questions about the surface manifestations, about























"plastic word representation" or concrete sensory-
213
motor images of a hallucinatory nature;
condensation and displacement whereby ideas are
juxtaposed together in indiscriminate ways; and,











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































creations. We have created them; they
are not inevitable products of our



































































































































































































































































































(1) intelligible, or meaningful;
(2) true, in that the factual assertions contained
within whatever is said can be substantiated;





















































































































cluster of basic moral and existential components
of human life' (Giddens, 1991:167, emphasis in the
original). This is described by Giddens as the


























































































































































































































































































































































its focus society at large (e.g. 1979, 1981, 1984,



































































































































































both empirical-analytic data and historical-
hermeneutic explanations of the pre-history out of





















need to surmise the latent cOntent of the social
reality being subjected to critique by using his
or her analytic and interpretative skills and by

































































inherently pluralistic nature of the ideological
domain which thus demands critical self-reflection









































need to reflect upon the contextual




































ideology-critique: the referencing back to a wider
community of any locally determined theory of
illegitimate ideological repression.
A sixth feature derives from the necessity of
identifying a target-group to whom the ideology-








objectively possible. At the same time
it names those to whom the theory is
addressed, who can with its help gain
297
enlightenment about themselves and their

























































































first methodological feature - the need for both
empirical-analytic data and historical-hermeneutic
explanations of the pre-history out of which the
















a wider community, suggested in this guideline.
There is reflection on the contextual
appropriateness of the ideology-critique (our
fourth feature), and surmising the latent content






















here - the need for both empirical-analytic data
and historical-hermeneutic explanations of the
pre-history out of which the current situation has
emerged. In addition, we are recognising a need
encapsulated in the second methodological feature,
the need to transcend the limitations of previous
theoretical explanations. Furthermore, the



















































































































































































edited volume Emancipations, Modern and Postmodern
(1992). For discussions of Marx's work by
Habermas, the reader could peruse Knowledge and
Human Interests (1972), The Philosophical
311
Discourse of Modernity (1987a), or On the Logic of




Jiirgen Habermas: Eine Bibliographie









































































mastery of the self and as such is ego-building
rather than ego-humbling (as would be the case in
some of the Eastern philosophies like Buddhism).


























































































































































































such problems. An answer is only seen to
be the right one if it sustains the
institutional thinking that is already


































action, individuals contribute to and
directly promote social influences that
325







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































10.4 Unifying Critical Self-Reflection and





















































































































































very well, etc. The use of empirical-analytic and
historical-hermeneutic methods will assist this
questioning, which forms part of the individual's
critical self-reflection. This part of the inquiry












desired position. Here, reflection on the reasons
for rejection leads her to formulate a theoretical
explanation which contains within it the potential
means for altering the situation. These theorising
activities correspond with our 'reflexive









we can witness a critical self-reflection which is
completely monological, and which fails in its



















again, using empirical-analytic and historical-
hermeneutic methods, our employee learns about her
situation, although this time she is learning
about the ideological context in which she is
operating. We can understand these activities as
corresponding with those in our ideology-critique
359













within her organisation. Here, our employee has
developed (or adopted) a theory which explains her
oppression through a critique of the dominant
ideology which she in turn employs (through
campaigning) to try to transform the situation of
all women. Now we see the use of 'reflexive
















been seeking. Our female employee has noted the
legal channels which allow discourses to occur
about injustices, and has chosen this form of
rational legal discourse to try to alter her
situation. Through empirical observations (of
previous successes or of the legislation) and
through (historical-hermeneutic) interpretations
of her particular position, she is able to judge
whether or not to take legal action 16 . Such a
process would necessitate both 'scientific' and
'reflexive' aspects of inquiry, whether within an


























































































































































































































































II	 Individuals1 n '•
RI1	I 	 Reflexive Inquiriesn •'









































































































































































































































SOC: Society SI • Internal Self•
I : Individual Sw : Self in the
PI : Individual's Paradigm  World






























































6. Of course, it is possible to cite evidence of
such rituals persisting in modern societies, as
for example with the religious ceremony that
surrounds the life-time commitment of two
individuals to each other. However, many of these
rituals are no longer universal (some would argue
that they have never been universal) in their
character, occurring in opaque settings which by
no reckoning provide generalisable experiences.
If we take the ritual described above, that of the
"church wedding", we can acknowledge that it
marks, in a public way, the decision by two
individuals to share a joint future. However, we
can also acknowledge that many couples choose not
to have a religious service marking this occasion,
many even foregoing the equivalent civil ceremony.
Furthermore, since there are many couples who are
precluded from having any public acknowledgement
of their commitment to one another yet who still
choose to make such a commitment, we can see that
the ritual is by no means universal. Yet,



















































































30.	 new and possibly pervasive
techniques for surveillance, monitoring
and control

























































































































































CRITICAL SYSTEMS THINKING, CRITICAL APPRECIATION
AND DISCORDANT PLURALISM
- A "NEW CONSTELLATION"
395
CHAPTER 11: DISCORDANT PLURALISM: THEORETICAL

















































































































































































































































































Flood's terminology) holds deep theoretical
convictions which guide methodology choice within
407




















their own self and societal understanding.
12.1.2 Imperialism




















incorporate aspects of other strands if
























































































































































































































































































































































































(a) 1. inc,,,;seci (b) 0 rja.n;e_ci






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































COMPLEMENTARISM Immanent legitimacy and
limitations
Reason how to "do it but
always remain critical 	 .
Conciliation of alien
paradigms
PRAGMATISM Anything goes, everything
is legitimate
If it seems good "do it" Practical, effective
outcomes






Seeks to gain critical
appreciation
Transformation through
understanding of self and
others































































































































































































































































































13.2 'Social Awareness' and Ideology-Critique 
Critical awareness is to be distinguished from
social awareness, which Jackson (1991b) tells us





















































































































































































































































































































































































14.2 Critical Systems Commitments - Connections 
My second aim was to consider the implications of
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